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Background 
One of USSOUTHCOM's primary missions is to disrupt the flow of drugs from Central 
and South America to the United States via the southern approaches. Drug Trafficking 
Organizations (DTOs) use both maritime and air conveyances and use a variety of vessel types to 
transport the drugs. USSOUTHCOM focuses on an area covering over 15 million square miles, 
and it has limited search and interdiction assets to effectively support the mission. We are 
working to develop and apply a methodology for estimating the flow of drugs and vessels out of 
South America. This information will provide insights to USSOUTHCOM on the relationship 
between force allocation and the effect on counter-drug operations.  
Process 
We have worked on this project for two months and have focused on the supply and 
demand dynamics to estimate the amount of drugs flowing out of South America.  Much 
research in this area has been done, which we will leverage in our work. We highlight one 
particularly useful study: RAND’s 2014 report to the Office of National Drug Control Policy 
entitled What America’s Users Spend on Illegal Drugs: 2000-2010 presents thorough analysis of 
the supply and demand estimates.  The estimates for the flow of drugs out of South America can 
range from below 500 metric tons of cocaine per year to nearly 1500 metric tons. We plan to 
perform an in-depth analysis of these estimates to generate a more precise meta-estimate. 
Once we have a reasonable estimate for the flow of drugs, we will focus on estimating 
the number of DTO vessels on the water at any time. This estimation requires, as input, other 
parameters, such as the average drug load of each vessel. We may also produce an estimate for 
the number of vessels using another approach based on data about known smugglers. We 
received several years’ worth of data from the Consolidated Counterdrug Database (CCDB) from 
JIATF-S to aid in our study.   Estimating the number of vessels directly from the CCDB data 
poses a challenge because the available data is censored; the CCDB only records known vessels, 
but we must also account for unknown vessels to paint a complete picture.  
Findings and Conclusions 
We are still in the early stages of our analysis. These findings are subject to change as we 
proceed in our research. 
1. At any given time there will be less than 30 DTO vessels on the water.  On average the 
number will be closer to 5-10. 
2. The estimates generated from the CCDB are larger than the estimates from other sources. 
The second observation is surprising because the CCDB is incomplete as it does not include 
vessels we have no intelligence about. This suggests the CCDB may double count vessels or 
include vessels that do not actually exist (e.g., based on bad intelligence).  
Recommendations 
We need to proceed further in the project before offering concrete recommendations. Our 
estimate for the number of DTOs vessels can inform the requirements and levels of 
USSOUTHCOM counter-drug assets. To improve the quality of the data (e.g, CCDB), 
USSOUTHCOM could consider a counting survey operation that would flood an area with 
detection assets (e.g., UAVs, sonobuoys) to generate an accurate count of the number of DTO 
vessels. This could provide valuable long-term strategic insight, even if we interdict very few of 
the vessels during the operation. 
